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      Gay Chicago Memories: 1300 N. Wells St. is a history culled from news accounts, columnist tidbits, and advertisements. However, the primary means of recreating this world resides in the over 100 interviews conducted with employees and patrons of the various gay businesses on the block. Memory can be a faulty storyteller, but as with much of history, the importance of the past resides in the role it played in people’s lives. The 1300 block of North Wells played a big part in the individual and collective histories of Chicago’s gay community. In the 1970s and 1980s, this stretch was a hub of LGBT social and sexual activity. It’s all gone now, but sometimes memories offer a window onto a vanished world.
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      In the days of sepia-toned photographs, when immigrants arrived in Chicago with battered suitcases, they settled in neighborhoods where their native tongue, traditions, and cuisine thrived. Chicago became a patchwork of vibrant communities—Polish, German, Greek—each with its distinctive heartbeat. Some of those neighborhoods remain today, but now they mostly stand as shadows, echoes of their storied pasts.

      And we, the gay community, are no different. We’ve always sought out places of safety, drawn by the safety of numbers and the hope of belonging. Over the decades, Chicago has been home to several “safe-ish” enclaves of gay life: Towertown, Dearborn and Division, Clark and Diversey, and, of course, Lakeview. Some were cozy residential areas; others, commercial hubs where bars dotted the landscape like stars in the night. These places became our sanctuaries.

      But post-Stonewall, one place stood out above all others: 1300 N. Wells St. Unlike the other gay areas, this stretch was electric, pulsing with a kind of raw energy and unfiltered freedom. Yes, it had the bars, but what really set it apart were the “sex venues” that lined the street—a magnet for those seeking not just a drink but a taste of liberation.

      “It’s time for liberation!” sang the Village People in 1980. And nowhere in Chicago did liberation bloom more boldly than on 1300 N. Wells St.

      By the time I arrived in the Windy City in the early ’90s, the golden age of 1300 N. Wells had already begun to fade. Only one bar, Carol’s Speakeasy, remained from that era, and I visited it once before it too shuttered its doors.

      I missed the wild, unbridled heyday of that iconic strip. But thanks to Owen Keehnen and his brilliant work gathering these vivid, unforgettable stories in Gay Chicago Memories: 1300 N. Wells St., I now know what I missed. And through these pages, I can imagine the freedom, the joy, and the fiery spirit of a time gone by.

      
        
        —St Sukie de la Croix, 2025, Palm Springs, California
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      When I moved to Chicago in 1984, I didn’t have a car or a job. I arrived here from Quincy, Illinois, choosing Chicago because the train from Quincy went there. Shortly after arriving in my adopted town, I started job hunting. I found North Wells Street by chance.

      I desperately wanted to work at the Ripley’s Believe It or Not Museum at 1500 N. Wells St., but it wasn’t in the cards. The museum was a bi-level “emporium of oddities” that opened on November 21, 1968. Some of the displays included the skull of a human unicorn, a two-headed calf, the world’s largest hairball, the tiniest violin, and the largest pair of women’s shoes—size 28! Also on display were Henry VIII’s “gout shoes,” the image of a man born with four eyes, a skull bowl, etc. My over-eagerness to work there was probably a red flag against my being hired.

      After applying at several places that day, I was hired at Bizarre Bazaar (1517 N. Wells), an old hippie haunt turned urban drug store—literally. Bizarre Bazaar was an enormous single-room retail space with low ceilings, a cement floor, and a roll-up garage door entrance. Inside were three enormous sales stations with one employee in each area. The display case along the south wall had pipes, bongs, and assorted drug paraphernalia. I was stationed at the second retail area, an oval retail island that stretched the length of the store. My display case was a catchall filled with crystal figurines, punkish rings and pendants, beads, headbands, wristbands, sunglasses, Chicago souvenir items, as well as vintage cheesecake and beefcake playing cards. The third retail island featured wigs, hats, T-shirts, boas, greeting cards, etc.

      The pay at Bizarre Bazaar was minimum wage plus commission, but the only station that made decent money was the drug paraphernalia case. I worked there for probably two weeks, but I spent my lunches exploring. On my first or second day on the job, I discovered the gritty stretch of 1300 North Wells—two peep shows, two gay bars, and the Bijou Theater. This was the sort of streetscape I had imagined when I fantasized about life in the big gay city.

      The entire neighborhood was fascinating. In the late 1960s, Old Town was ground zero for the hippie and counterculture scene in Chicago. By then, the area had already been a haven for artists for almost 70 years. Old Town Triangle Association archivist, David Pfendler, cites the origin of the neighborhood’s longtime artistic reputation, “The presence of artists in Old Town goes way back to the Columbian Exposition of 1893. The city felt that Chicago’s cultural development wasn’t as rapid as that of Boston and Philadelphia, so the powers that be encouraged Lambert Tree (1832-1910) to set up the Tree Studios near Michigan Avenue (4 E. Ohio), where artists who had been part of the World’s Fair could live and have their studios.

      “In the 1920s and ’30s, the area became too expensive and artists came to Crilly Court (1700 N. Wells) because it reminded them of the Tree Studios. In the first 10 years of the Art Fair, at least 126 artists lived within our triangle area between Clark, North, and Ogden, and another 130 within a mile of the triangle.” (Judy Carmack Bross, ‘Old Town Art Fair: Treasures, Gardens, and Community Spirit.’ Classic Chicago Magazine.com, June 4, 2017).

      Postal worker Henry Gerber (1892-1972) resided at 1710 Crilly Court. It was there that Gerber founded the Society for Human Rights (SHR) on December 10, 1924. The short-lived group was granted a charter by the state of Illinois, becoming the first gay rights organization in the country. After only a few meetings, the Gerber residence was raided, arrests were made, papers were confiscated, and that was the end of the Society for Human Rights. During its short time in existence, the SHR also managed to put out two issues of a newsletter, Friendship and Freedom, which became the first known homophile publication in the U.S.

      In 1950, the beginnings of what was to become the Old Town Art Fair helped to entrench and publicize the artistic and bohemian climate of the area. Community historian Shirley Baugher states, “The first Art Fair did not begin as an art fair at all. It started in 1950 as a big neighborhood party, and it was called The Old Town Holiday. The first artists were actually party guests: neighbors, friends, volunteer workers, and a few outsiders. Neighbors served as both hosts and exhibitors. Participants displayed their art on fences and tables on Lincoln Park West and its two adjacent alleys.

      “The first fair featured the work of 70 artists, and the term ‘art’ was loosely applied. Exhibitors showed everything from crocheted potholders to high-quality oils and watercolors. We featured only local artists, and now they come from all over the world. It was held for one day only. Neighbors put up their exhibits the morning of the party and took them down at the end of the day...” (Bross, ‘Old Town Art Fair: Treasures, Gardens, and Community Spirit.’ Classic Chicago Magazine.com, June 4, 2017).

      Another frequently cited factor for the flowering of the hippie/counterculture movement in the area was the opening of the Old Town School of Folk Music at 333 North Avenue on December 1, 1957. Early legends appearing at the school included Mahalia Jackson and Pete Seeger. The school featured a multitude of lessons—guitar, harmonica, banjo, folk dancing, and more. As a result, the neighborhood saw a rise in performance venues to accommodate all the budding musicians as well as fans of the folk music revival that was sweeping the nation. Though the Old Town School of Folk Music relocated after five years, its influence on the neighborhood remained.

      Populated by an abundance of musicians and artists, Old Town was fertile ground for a different set of standards. The area was a site for free speech and new ideas—alternative lifestyles, left-leaning politics, the mystic sciences, alternative religions, and underground newspapers. There were street-corner poets, performers, and orators. Coffee shops and cafes, bookstores, and record stores opened in the neighborhood, catering to the counterculture demographic as well as the tourists and weekend beatniks frequenting the area.

      In 1962, a three-story brick building at 1514 N. Wells Street became the first Crate and Barrel store—a new type of retail experience. As the tale goes, after renting the space and purchasing the merchandise, the owners had no money left for shelving units. In a show of marketing genius, the display “problem” became the store’s trademark. Crate and Barrel displayed its housewares merchandise in crates and barrels, often on a bed of packing material.

      In 1963, the first Barbara’s Bookstore opened at 1434 N. Wells Street on the first floor of a three-story Victorian building with apartments above. The well-curated bookshop became a popular neighborhood spot. On the Barbara’s Bookstore website, the first Wells Street shop is described as “… a large, shambling, literary bookstore with creaky wood floors and dust dating back to the early 1950s. The closest thing we had to a computer was a plug-in cash register, pen and paper, and a staff that knew every book by heart.” The store eventually expanded to include the second floor. In the years following, Barbara’s Bookstore opened several satellite stores throughout Chicago and the suburbs.

      In November 1965, Old Town solidified its status as the apex of hipness with the opening of Piper’s Alley—Chicago’s answer to London’s swinging Carnaby Street. The entrance to Piper’s Alley was beneath an enormous Tiffany lampshade at 1608 N. Wells. The open-air “mall of mod” was a U-shaped brick back way lined by buildings that housed businesses catering to the young and hip. Piper’s Alley featured a candle shop, a bookstore, a store that carried posters, decals, and body paints. There was a glass and trinket shop, a candy store, Charlie’s General Store, a leather shop, Aardvark Cinematique, a performance space, a gallery, and assorted eateries. Piper’s Alley flourished for five years. Things ended on March 1, 1971, when a fire swept through the alley, damaging the collection of buildings that comprised the “mall of mod.”

      Donald Bell recalled the Old Town neighborhood of the 1960s. “My parents and brothers and I would come to Old Town from the South Side for fun. North Wells was a wonderful, family-appropriate carnival of weirdness. Paul Bunyan was a big pancake house that had dollar pancakes. There was the Ripley’s Believe It Or Not Museum, the original Crate and Barrel, and the Wax Museum. Old Town was a cultural freak show back then.”

      The Royal London Wax Museum at 1419 North Wells featured 110 figures by Josephine Tussaud. Many of those commemorated in wax had strong Chicago connections—Ernie Banks, Hugh Hefner, Dillinger, and Capone. Assorted display dioramas featured recreations of the Civil War, the St. Valentine’s Day Massacre, and DaVinci’s Last Supper. There were wax figures of presidents, generals, as well as television and film stars. The museum had a Chamber of Horrors and another room devoted to fairytale and storybook characters. The Royal London Wax Museum closed in 1987.

      “My parents used to take us to Wells Street in the 1960s,” said Richard F. “We came to see the Pop Art and to eat at Chances ‘R’ (1528 N. Wells), where we could eat peanuts and throw the shells on the floor. Even at that age, I had an affinity for the freedom of hippie culture. I remember Piper’s Alley and the Day Glo posters and daisy stickers and all that.”

      Daniel L recalled when his father took him into town from the suburbs and showed the family different Chicago neighborhoods. “We came to Old Town and went to Pipers Alley. My dad pointed out the neighborhood, saying that these were hippies. ‘You know what hippies are, right?’ Anyway, I remember thinking it was a cool place, and I wanted to come back someday. I did come back to Old Town. After high school, I came into the city one day to find gay life. I wore a suit and platform shoes to meet other gay people. I didn’t know where to go, but I remember my Dad taking us to those neighborhoods. I went to skid row and had no luck finding gay life there, but at a newsstand, I picked up a copy of Gay Chicago. In the back were maps of the neighborhoods with the gay bars and businesses marked. One of those maps was of Old Town.”

      “When I was a kid, my parents took me to Bizarre Bazaar and Piper’s Alley and the Pickle Barrel,” recalled Jaime Krohn. “There was also a place on Wells with the best chicken soup—you ordered it with a half chicken or a full chicken. Those were the choices—it was chicken soup for a family of four.”

      In the 1972 Bob Damron Address Book, no gay bars were listed on North Wells Street, though later that year, the Glory Hole would open. However, the Damron guide for that year does mention that Old Town is a cruisy area for gay men, “...very ‘hip,’ especially on Sunday afternoons.”

      By 1974, North Wells Street in Old Town was a destination spot known for its gay nightlife. The stretch was one of several pockets of gay activity on the North Side. What made the North Wells strip unique was the tight concentration of gay nightlife on the east side of the 1300 block. For years, this stretch was a hub of LGBT activity until the area changed again and the block became something else entirely.
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      On June 12, 1963, the Chicago Tribune announced, “A new showplace in Old Town is the Paul Bunyan Cook Shanty at 1355 Wells St. where the capacity is 350 and some other things, including family dinners, are giant sized in keeping with the legends surrounding the giant logging hero of the north woods.” The restaurant’s name eventually became Paul Bunyan of Old Town with a motto that read, “We have an oversized desire to serve the best food at the most sensible prices to the greatest number of people.” The rustic décor of the Paul Bunyan included barrels, huge two-man crosscut saws, wagon wheels, lanterns, and lots of wood. The overall effect gave the eatery its “logging camp atmosphere.”

      By the end of the decade, the enormous Paul Bunyan space was being repurposed. In 1970, it also became the Paul Bunyan Theater. Productions there included The American Dream by Edward Albee, Hello from Bertha by Tennessee Williams, and The Education of H-Y-M-A-N K-A-P-L-A-N, a musical adaptation of the Leo Rosten stories.

      In March 1971, there was an on-site auction of the “rustic antiques” of the Paul Bunyan—wall décor, a wine press, coffee grinder, wagon wheels, bells, lamps, chairs, etc. (Auction notice, Chicago Tribune, March 14, 1971).

      In 1972, the space became the Brown Shoe Jazz Club with a big brown boot above the entrance. The opening of the club featured performances by Linda Ronstadt and Jackson Browne. During its brief run on Wells Street, the Brown Shoe showcased such varied talents as John Prine, Anne Murray, Weather Report, Donny Hathaway, Todd Rundgren, Dexter Gordon, Pharoah Sanders, the Buddy Rich Band, Woody Herman, and Chick Correa. According to advertisements at the time, live music at the Brown Shoe was usually three, sometimes five bucks, often with a two-drink minimum.

      Following the closure of the Brown Shoe, the 1355 N. Wells building underwent renovations. In the autumn of 1973, the single-story brick building was again listed as available for rent. The space was described as “15,000 sq. ft., fully air-conditioned, new front, zoned commercial, lg. washrooms, sprinkler, and alarm system…now suitable for office space, restaurant, or entertainment.” (Rental notice, Chicago Tribune, Oct. 21, 1973).

      While Wells Street was undergoing change, larger cultural changes were underway in the city as well. In Chicago, the youth-driven gay liberation movement was taking firm hold, led by the Gay Liberation Front. “Following the June 1969 Stonewall riots in New York City, a more militant gay liberation organization formed at the University of Chicago. This group sponsored a citywide dance at the Coliseum Annex in 1970, the first public lesbian and gay dance (aside from the annual Halloween drag balls) held in Chicago.” (Chad Heap, ‘Gays and Lesbians.’ The Encyclopedia of Chicago, Newberry Library, 2004.)

      Two thousand gay folks attended the dance.

      The following weekend, gay activists picketed the Normandy (744 N. Rush Street), drastically cutting into the bar’s business. The leaflets from the Chicago Gay Liberation Front handed out to the crowd read, “The oppressive atmosphere of the Normandy must be removed. The right to dance, any tempo, any style, is thus a crucial step towards our personal and collective liberation.”

      Activism brought results. Same-sex dancing was soon permitted in the Normandy. Gay people had come together, organized, presented a unified front, and won. Two months later, the Gay Liberation Front helped organize Chicago’s first Pride March. It was a new age for gay folks.

      Decades of repression were over. The previous restraints caused a deeper appreciation of things formerly taboo. Sex had been forbidden. Coming together meant being vulnerable. And same-sex dancing was against the law. In a matter of months, all that changed. Pride was power. Coming together brought strength. A crowd was a party. Decadence was good. Outrageous was in. And the underground was above ground. Many gay people wanted to do more than celebrate those new freedoms—they wanted to revel in them. Fun meant drinking, drugging, and dancing. There were still plenty of gay bars, but now gay clubs began to emerge—places where people could spread out, cut loose, and party. Gay folks were literally claiming their space. Gay clubs and discos required more room. The single-story, 15,000-square-foot space with the vaulted roof at 1355 N. Wells Street was available. The enormous space was well suited for what the owners of Our Den had in mind.

      Described in advertisements as “Chicago’s Decadent Superdisco” and “the Gay Disco of the Future,” Our Den opened in 1974 at 1355 N. Wells amidst a flurry of fanfare.

      The weeknight schedule at Our Den tended to be as follows—Tuesday was Disco Bash Night with a $3 door charge and free cocktails. A dance contest with a $50 cash prize was the draw on Wednesday evenings. Dance contests were very popular in gay clubs at the time. At Our Den, Thursdays were the most open day of the week. Designated as Event Night, Thursday was the night for outside entertainment or, more often, Movie Night, with plenty of popcorn on hand. Sometimes, on Thursdays, the bar also had Splash Parties. Unlikely as it sounds, Our Den had a large freestanding swimming pool beyond the dance floor towards the back of the bar. Our Den was closed on Mondays but had a 4 a.m. license, so it was open late Tuesdays through Sundays.

      After a year in business, the name of Our Den was changed to Den One. During that first year, Jim worked there as a waiter. “…It was a restaurant and bar before it was a dance bar. …We sold anything from steak to hamburgers to chicken and salads, but it didn’t stay a restaurant too long. The restaurant used to be out on the dance floor before it was a dance floor. There was an octagon bar, then under the DJ booth…there was a coat check, there was a stage, then down a long hallway, past the men’s and women’s bathrooms to the left, there was a little storeroom, which was like an office, then next to that was the kitchen. Shortly after they started being a dance bar, they closed the restaurant. It went from Our Den to Den One.” (St Sukie de la Croix, ‘Chicago Whispers #217,’ Windy City Times).

      The name change came with several bar improvements as well, including a new sound and lighting system, a remodeled front lounge area, and a bigger swimming pool. For the second anniversary, Den One proudly showcased the new larger pool with the ad copy, “Bigger Pool. More Fun!”
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        Den One ad from Gay Life, September 1976, featuring a lambda.

      

      On the website Redbullmusicacademy.com, Jacob Arnold writes, “…The club became hugely popular with many of the Black gay party-goers who went to the Warehouse (206 S. Jefferson St.)…The venues were ‘sister clubs,’ with the Warehouse acting as the after-hours bar for Den One.” (Arnold. ‘The Den: Ron Hardy’s First Year as a DJ.’ Redbullmusicacademny.com).

      For their logo, Den One adopted the Greek letter lambda. Den One lambda T-shirts were available for purchase behind the bar for $2. The lowercase lambda became an early symbol for the gay rights movement after being adopted as a symbol by the Gay Activists Alliance.

      Gay Activist Alliance leader Phil Raia was present when the decision was made to adopt the lambda as the symbol for the early gay rights movement. “Lambda is the 11th letter of the Greek alphabet, and it means ‘moving forward.’ A lot of things were talked about as a symbol. We needed one. All the other organizations at the time had one—the peace movement, the women’s movement. The lambda symbol was decided on by the executive board of the GAA and then brought to the next general meeting. Everybody ended up embracing the Lambda.” (Keehnen, ‘Gay Roots: Talking with early activist Philip Raia,’ Windy City Times, Nov. 15, 2016).

      In 1975, popular nightlife personalities and party-time gurus Mother Carol (1942-1979) and Eddie Dugan (1944-1987) joined forces to cosponsor a new and instantly popular community event, the Mr. Windy City contest. Each gay bar was eligible to hold an open competition and select a candidate to go on to the citywide contest later in the year. Most gay bars in Chicago and the suburbs participated.

      As explained in the Mr. Windy City program, “The aim of the annual Mr. Windy City Contest is to bring together a diverse cross-section of the community, allowing the contestants an opportunity to express themselves as to who and what they are and to say to those around us that we are proud of being gay.”

      The bar community arrived at the Germania Club (108 W. Germania Pl.) that evening, eager for a lively night with plenty of eye candy. They were not disappointed. In the end, 20-year-old Robert Larson, representing Our Den (prior to the name change), was selected as the first Mr. Windy City. In addition to receiving $500 in cash, Larson’s prize package included a weekend for two at the Saugatuck Lodges. Entertainers at the first Mr. Windy City contest included Mother Carol, the Bearded Lady, Ebony, Wanda Lust, and Tillie the Dirty Old Lady. Coming out victorious at the first Mr. Windy City Contest gave Our Den the spotlight and a certain amount of prestige. Following the festivities at the Germania Club, there was a party at Our Den to celebrate Larson’s victory.

      In the essay, ‘The Den: Ron Hardy’s First Year as a DJ,’ DJ Charles Perkins is quoted as saying, “Our Den was a mixed white and Black gay club, which was unusual for Chicago. After its first year, it was renamed Den One and catered to a mostly Black crowd on the weekends.” (Arnold, ‘The Den: Ron Hardy’s First Year as a DJ.’ Redbullmusicacademy.com.)

      Being a mixed gay bar at the time did not make Den One issue free. In 1975, the bar was picketed. Gay Life newspaper covered the protest. “Charges of brutality and discrimination have been leveled against Den One…as a result of an altercation there Friday night.

      “Jackie Hamilton, 20, a Black lesbian, stated she was confronted by the white female bartender on duty that evening and made the object of racial slurs. Ms. Hamilton said the bartender made threats to assault her. She further stated she got up to leave the bar at the time rather than have a confrontation.

      “According to Ms. Hamilton, upon returning to get her purse, which had been left behind, she was assaulted and bodily removed from the bar by Leo Baker, manager of Den One. After Mr. Baker’s alleged assault, the police were called, and Ms. Hamilton was placed under arrest on charges of assault and disorderly conduct. Police officers at the scene and their supervisors refused to allow Ms. Hamilton to sign cross complaints against Mr. Baker and other employees of Den One…”

      In the Gay Life piece, Den One co-owner David Myers stated, “If we are anti-anything, we are anti-troublemakers.” He further pointed out that Den One has always maintained an open policy to any member of the community who displays acceptable social conduct.

      “At least four employees testified that they received unprovoked assaults from Ms. Hamilton after her alleged conduct made it necessary to ask her to leave.

      “Manager Baker countered Hamilton’s charges and added that Hamilton was expelled only after she threw objects at employees and became loud and abusive. As a supposed result of the incident, two employees resigned from their positions, being afraid to return to work due to Ms. Hamilton’s threats of ‘getting even.’” (‘Disco Picketed.’ Gay Life, August 1, 1975).

      A 1976 advertisement in Gay Life newspaper read, “We are Den One. Where gay Black Chicago comes to cook…and baby, we cook. Den One is people meeting people. Den One is gay-owned and operated, gay men and women invited, a total gay community, all under one roof, experience the best in blended music and incredible lights under the direction of Carmen Adduci.”

      The distinction of being gay-owned and operated was an important one to make at the time. In Chicago, many of the gay bars from the 1940s through the 1960s had been mob owned. Gay liberation brought an awareness of patronizing our own, keeping gay dollars “in the family,” and supporting bars that gave back to the community.

      Den One was a club that supported the community. In 1974, a group of medical students founded Howard Brown Health Center in response to the skyrocketing amount of sexually transmitted diseases among gays. Sex was everywhere for gay men, and so were STDs. The new era of gay sexual freedom required a deeper understanding of the patient. Gay men needed the non-judgmental diagnosis and treatment of STDs (STIs). The original clinic opened above a grocery store near Fullerton and Lincoln Avenue, across the street from the Biograph Theater.

      In 1976, Den One hosted a dance marathon, and all proceeds went to the fledgling Howard Brown Clinic. The marathon began at 10 p.m. Friday with “continuous dancing until the last couple stops.” The winning couple won $500. Fliers read, “Couples will be entered from participating gay businesses and organizations. All couples must be sponsored!” To foster community spirit, DJs from several area gay discos did sets. Prizes were donated by an array of local gay businesses. The staff at Howard Brown monitored the dancers and the event. The $2 door charge was good for the full 72 hours. Continental breakfast and coffee/juice were served at times when the law prohibited the sale of alcohol.

      Den One hosted a solid number of events that brought in crowds. The bar was the place to be for Mardi Gras Week, with food, drink, a masquerade ball, and the selection of the royal court. The city kings and queens were crowned at the Mardi Gras Ball.

      Ley-Nite at Den One was a Hawaiian Luau when the bar was given a “total Hawaiian atmosphere.” The luau included food and drink. Door prizes were another way to bring in a crowd. On Friday nights, Den One had a door prize raffle, and the winner received a cash prize of $100. Saturday was a $100 door raffle night as well. Bottles of champagne were sometimes given as door prizes on weekends. Ten-speed bicycles were also a big door prize at Den One and several other gay bars in Chicago. In the 1970s, ten-speed bicycles became affordable and widely available. The increase in bike riding reflected several things—the nation’s current health craze, concerns about air pollution, and rising gas prices. Bike riding also helped give the rider hot legs and a great butt.

      In 1976, rumors circulated about a second Den One location on Broadway, but Den Two never happened.

      “Den One was a fun place to dance because many times it wasn’t just you, it was everybody,” recalled Dan H. “The music was so good. I remember being there and everyone doing the same dance—like the hustle or the slide. It was that sort of place. I don’t remember doing much more than dancing there, but that and the music was enough.”

      “The lights around the dance floor were the skeletons of these big umbrellas that had Christmas lights wrapped around them,” added Allen Patrykus.
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        An ad for Den One, ca. 1975, shows that the bar welcomed a diverse crowd.

      

      Den One was Mike F’s first gay bar. “Den One was a big room with great sound and a packed dance floor. That was also the first time I ever set foot in a discotheque. ‘Who’s That Lady’ by the Isley Brothers was playing. I sat there by the side of the dance floor and saw that the whole crowd was Black. Then a man came and sat down next to me, someone who eventually became a good friend. Anyway, he asked me what I was doing there. I told him it was my first gay club. He said, ‘You should go where the white boys go,’ and then he told me about Dugan’s Bistro.”

      Gay Life newspaper reported that the Chicago-based R&B group the Chi-Lites, whose hits included ‘Oh Girl’ and ‘Have You Seen Her,’ made a surprise visit to Our Den one evening and lip-synched to a couple of recent releases.

      In 1977, the late Jim ‘Dottie’ Dohr (1950-2010) quit his hotel job to become the assistant manager at Den One, a move that he called “a disaster.” As Dohr explained, “Den One was on Wells Street and later became Carol’s Speakeasy. I wanted to get into the bar business. I’d had enough of the hotel business. Stella was going to be the manager, and I decided to work with him. Then he got fired, or he quit, or whatever, and I became the manager. I had no idea what I was doing. They let me go within two weeks.” (de la Croix, ‘Chicago Whispers # 213,’ Windy City Times).

      “They would have a $6 or a $3 cover,” recalled Donna Rose in Last Call Chicago, “and they’d have an open bar from 8 ‘til 10, and honey, the children would be lining up, give me six vodka gimlets.”

      
        
          [image: Ad for Den One in the form of a coloring book. The bar's logo is in the upper right-hand corner. The words "Mardi Gras Super Disco" appear at the top. The image is a line drawing of naked and smiling men, streamers, bubbles, and a champagne glass that could be colored in.]
        

        An ad for Den One in the form of a coloring book.

      

      Sheree Anne Slaughter added, “We partied at Den One. Oh wow! When we were doing the Bus Stop, it was a sight! To see the entire floor doing the Bus Stop. It was predominantly a men’s bar, but they were friendly.” (Karlin. de la Croix. Last Call Chicago. Rattling Good Yarns Press, 2022).

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CAROL’S SPEAKEASY

          

        

      

    

    
      In 1978, local gay personality Mother Carol (Richard Farnham Carroll) bought Den One and renamed the club Carol’s Speakeasy. Since opening her first bar years earlier, Mother Carol had become synonymous with Chicago gay nightlife in the hard-partying 1970s.

      Six years prior to taking over Den One and renaming it Carol’s Speakeasy, Mother Carol opened her first bar. In 1972, she was already known in the community for her outrageous personality when she took over a little tavern and “turned it gay.” The result was Mother’s Coming Out Pub at 2519 N. Halsted.  In October 1979, Gay Life reporter George Buse wrote, “It was the Coming Out Pub that wound up as Carol’s Pub and was the first to offer drinks for 50 cents.”

      
        
          [image: A photograph of the front and back of a matchbook cover from Carol's Coming Out Pub. The back of the matchbook has the bar's address and phone number (2519 N. Halsted Street, Chicago, ILL. 348-9350). The front of the matchbook cover features a cartoon of Carol, a man wearing a Carmen Miranda-style headdress, sticking out his tongue.]
        

        Carol’s Coming Out Pub matchbooks, author’s collection.

      

      
      In the piece, Jim Sykes, a friend and patron of the bar, reminisced about the Coming Out Pub. “It was a noisy, raucous place with no air conditioning and a hell of a fun place to party.” While running the bar, Farnham became his Mother Carol party persona more fully. Sykes added, “He used to sit on the back bar, crack jokes, and model crazy hats. He also would lip-synch songs. Carol was the only person I knew who could pantomime a whole musical and never know the lyrics,” Sykes laughed. (Buse, ‘Chicago says goodbye to Mother Carol.’ Gay Life, Oct. 5, 1979).

      Hats became a Mother Carol signature. When it came to headwear, Carol was fond of pastels with

      
      
      
        
          [image: A photograph of two men in drag wearing gowns. Carol is seated on the left, and Miss Tillie, Carol's sidekick, is sitting on the right.]
        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          [image: An ad for the bar Carol's in Exile. At the top of the ad is the headline, "What makes Broadway Gay?" Four bullet points say:           Disco Dancing, 7 Nights A Week           Tuesday Dance Contest           Wednesday Beer Bust           Thursday Night Auction           Sunday Night Buffet           At the center of the ad is Carol in drag, mouth open and arms outstretched, with the name of the bark wrapping around the bottom of the photo. Below the picture, it says, "Mother wishes everybody the best of the season's greetings."]
        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          [image: An exterior photograph of Carol’s Speakeasy.]
        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
        
          [image: A photo of a Carol's Speakeasy t-shirt featuring a yellow-mustard color and a graphic that repeats three times an open mouth with red lips and a tongue sticking out.]
        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          [image: A photo of two bearded men. One is kneeling, and the other is standing with his hand on the shoulder of the kneeling man. They are both bearded and wearing jeans and boots.]
        

        
      

      
      
        
          [image: The front and back of a Carol's Speakeasy Membership card. The front has the photo of the member with the text, "Carol's Speakeasy. The City's Hottest Disco." On the back of the card is the text, "Speakeasy Rules: This card is the property of the issuer and returnable on request. After signing, use of card establishes obligation on the part of the holder to be bound by the rules and regulations of Carol's Speakeasy. Right of entry may be refused due to capacity limitations. Legal ID's must accompany membership card. This card is not transferable and additional ID may be required. If lost or stolen notify Carol's Speakeasy, 944-4226. 1355 North Wells, Chicago."]
        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          [image: Phtoograph of the Carol’s flatbed float with gay men.]
        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          [image: A photograph of Mother Carol iwth an open mouthed smile and two go-go boys,]
        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          [image: Tom Parks (left) and Frankie Knuckles (right, photo courtesy of Gay Chicago.]
        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          [image: ncmange           14. FASCINATION - Human Leauge           15. DR. DETROIT - Devo           16. IN MY SYSTEM - Robert Palmer           17. TOO SHY - Kajagoogoo           18. NOBODY'S DIARY - Yaz           19. TEMPTATION - Heaven 17           20. HIGH LIFE - Modern Romance           DISC TOP 20:           1.   BLUE MONDAY - New Order           2.  SHOT IN THE NIGHT - Paul Parker           3.  THESE MEMORIES -0n           4.  THESE MEMORIES - Oh Romeo           5.  PARTY - Julius Brown           6.  WANNA BE STARTIN SOMETHIN-M. J.           7.   SHE WORKS HARD - Donna Summer           8.  ANGEL MAN - Rhetta Hughes           9.   EL WATUSI - Rags & Riches           10. AGAIN & AGAIN - Nikki Lauren           11. I'M FREE - Celi Bee           12. YOU CAN HAVE MY LOVE-Paul Parker           13.  I'M ALIVE - American Fade           14. SEARCHIN' - Hazell Dean           15. THE NIGHT - Azul Y Negro           16. MEMORY - Menage           17.  STAY WITH ME - India           18. SO MANY MEN - Miquel Brown           19. LET NO MAN PUT ASSUNDER-1st Choice           20. SAFETY DANCE - Men Without Hats           VIDEO ALSO SHOWING:           LOVE IS A STRANGER - Eurythmics           BAD BOYS - Wham           ADVENTURES IN SUCCESS - Will Powers           BEAT IT - Michael Jackson           GET THE BALANCE RIGHT-Depeche Mode           SOLITAIRE - Laure Brannigan           TELEPHONE OPERATOR - Pete Shelley           WISHING - A Flock Of Seagulls           KISS ME - Tin Tin           DON'T TALK TO ME - Altered Images           CHINA - Red Rockers           STRANGER IN DISGUISE-New Models           ANIMAL SONG - Europeans           SIGN OF THE TIMES - Belle Stars           OUR HOUSE - Madness           HIP HOP BE BOP - Man Parrish           ALL LINED UP - Shriekback           LOVE ON YOUR SIDE-Thompson Twins           DER KOMMISSAR - Falco           NEW YEARS DAY/TWO HEARTS - U2           JEOPARDY - Greg Kihn Band           DISCS ALSO PLAYING           LOOK AT THAT BOY/GOIN CRUSIN-Malibu           LOW DOWN DIRTY RHYTHM-Sarah Dash           TAKIN IT STRAIGHT - Cori Josias           OVERNIGHT SENSATION - Peter Brown           USE ME LOOSE ME - Paul Simpson           WHEN BOYS TALK - Indeep           BABY DOLL - Girls Can't Halp It           PUTTING ON THE RITZ - Taco           STOP - Vellery Allington           LOVER TO LOVER - Joe Yellow           I LOVE YOU - Yello           SUMMER DREAMS - Queen Samantha           GAME ABOVE MY HEAD - Blancmange           DANCE FOREVER - Gaucho           I LOVE YOU SO - Mannys           NIGHTLIFE - Lisa           ELECTRICITY - Asheye           FACE TO FACE - The Twins           I DON'T WANT TO TALK-Pamela Stanley            I JUST CANT BELIEVE-Boys Town Gang]
        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          [image: Photograph of Art Johnson coaching the softball team.]
        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          [image: A photograph of a young man with a mustache behind the counter of the Carol’s Speakeasy store.]
        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          [image: Photograph from a newspaper with the text below it, "Carol's Speakeasy, 1355 N. Wells St. is running a "Name the Back Bar Contest" now through April 20." The photograph features two handsome men, both sporting beards and wearing plaid flannel shirts. One of the men is wearing a cowboy hat,]
        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          [image: Photograph of a person with big blonde hair, big glasses, holding a cigarette, looking at the camera.]
        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          [image: Gay adult film star, Rex Chandler (center), posing for photos at Carol’s Speakeasy, photo courtesy of Gay Chicago Magazine.]
        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          [image: Phtograph of a male dancer with a g-string and money sticking out of the waistband.]
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          [image: Three men wearing speedo bathing suits. The one in the center is the winner with a sash.]
        

        
      

      
      
      
        
          [image: Photograph of three men. The one on the right is the referee. The winner, Jeffrey Pool, is on the left. His arm is being held aloft in victory by the wrestler in the middle.]
        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          [image: A photograph of the performers on stage.]
        

        
      

      
      
        
          [image: A photograph of men in couples country western dancing. Some are wearing cowboy hats.]
        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          [image: A photograph of gay men one Country Night at Carol's Speakeasy.]
        

        
      

      
      
      
        
          [image: A photograph of the Chi-Town Squares square dancing at Carol's Speakeasy.]
        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          [image: Carol’s Speakeasy ad. A drawing of two gay men dressed in the style of what was then called the “clone” look leaning against an old-fashioned lamppost. The text “Where Chicago Parties” appears at the top of the ad.A photograph of the Chi-Town Squares square dancing at Carol’s Speakeasy.]
        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          [image: A photograph of three rows of the staff. They are wearing shirts with the Carol’s Speakeasy logo. On the lap of a bearded man seated in the front row is Trash, the bar’s black and white cat.]
        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          [image: The author (right) with the late historian Rich Wilson (left) in front of the Carol's Speakeasy display, a large open mouth with bright red lips and a tongue sticking out at Gerber/Hart Library and Archives, from the author's collection.]
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          [image: A group of Carol's Speakeasy staff, taken from above. It is a very diverse collection of LGBTQ+ people.]
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CAROL’S SPEAKEASY
Video-Disco Playlist

JUNE 15, 1983
VIDEO TOP 20

FLASHDANCE - Irene Cara*
LET'S DANCE - David Bowie

SHY BOY - Bananarama

SO WRONG - Patrick Simmons
ELECTRIC AVENUE - Eddie Grant
ALWAYS SOMETHING THERE-Naked Eyes
BLINDED BY SCIENCE-Thomas Dolby
SEX - Berlin

COOL PLACES - Sparks

SWEET DREAMS - Eurythmics

DRIVE ME WIID - Vanity 6

BLUE HOTEL - Lene Lovich

BLIND VISION - Blancmange
FASCINATION - Human Leauge

DR. DETROIT - Devo

IN MY SYSTEM - Robert Palmer

700 SHY - Kajagoogoo

NOBODY'S DIARY - Yaz

TEMPTATION - Heaven 17

HIGH LIFE - Modern

0 @~ OV FLw

DISC TOP 20

BLUE MONDAY - New Order

SHOT IN THE NIGHT - Paul Parker

BURNING UP - Madonna

THESE MEMORIES - Oh Romeo
PARTY - Julius Brown

WANNA BE STARTIN SOMETHIN-M. J.

WORKS HARD - Donna Summer

ANGEL MAN - Rhetta Hughes

EL WATUSI - Rags & Riches

AGAIN & AGAIN - Nikki Lauren

I'M FREE - Celi Bee

YOU CAN HAVE MY LOVE-Paul Parker
‘M _ALIVE - American Fade

SEARCHIN' - Hazell Dean

THE NIGHT - Azul Y Negro

MEMORY - Men:

STAY WITH ME - India

SO MANY MEN - Miquel Brown

LET NO MAN PUT ASSUNDER-1st Choice
SAFETY DANCE - Men Without Hats

VIDEO ALSO SHOWING

LOVE IS A STRANGER - Eurythmics
BAD BOYS - Wham

ADVENTURES IN SUCCESS - Will Powers
BEAT IT - Michael Jackson

GET THE BALANCE RIGHT-Depeche Mode
SOLITAIRE - Laure Brannigan
TELEPHONE OPERATOR - Pete Shelley
WISHING - A Flock Of Seagulls
KISS ME - Tin Tin

DON'T TALK TO ME - Altered Images
CHINA - Red Rockers

STRANGER IN DISGUISE-New Models
ANIMAL SONG - Europeans

SIGN OF THE TIMES - Belle Stars

OUR HOUSE - Madness
HIP HOP BE BOP - Man Parrish
ALL LINED UP - Shriekback

LOVE ON YOUR SIDE-Thompson Twins
DER KOMMISSAR - Falco

NEW YEARS DAY/TWO HEARTS - U2
JEOPARDY - Greg Kihn Band

DISCS ALSO PLAYING

LOOK AT THAT BOY/GOIN CRUSIN-Malibu
LOW DOWN DIRTY RHYTHM-Sarah Dash
TAKIN IT STRAIGHT - Cori Josias
OVERNIGHT SENSATION - Peter Brown
USE ME LOOSE ME - Paul Simpson
WHEN BOYS TALK - Indeep

BABY DOLL - Girls Can't Halp It
PUTTING ON THE RITZ - Taco

STOP - Vellery Allington

LOVER T0 LOVER - Joe Yellow

I LOVE YOU - Yello

SUMMER DREAMS - Queen Samantha
GAME ABOVE MY HEAD - Blancmange
DANCE FOREVER - Gaucho

I LOVE YOU SO - Mannys

NIGHTLIFE - Lisa

ELECTRICITY - Asheye

FACE TO FACE - The Twins

I DON'T WANT TO TALK-Pamela Stanley
I JUST CANT BELIEVE-Boys Town Gang

Carol’s Speakeasy-1355 N. Wells -Chicago
GRAN'I' SMITH, vJ/pJ

- The FLASHDANCE video was edited by Mike Graber)
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What makes Broadway Gay?

@ DISCO DANCING, 7 NIGHTS A WEEK
@ TUESDAY DANCE CONTEST
© WEDNESDAY BEER BUST
@ THURSDAY NIGHT AUCTION

SUNDAY NIGHT BUFFET

S
2
2

MOTHER WISHES EVERYBODY
THE BEST OF THE SEASON’S GREETINGS

3510 North Broadway

OPEN: 7AM DAILY PHONE: 5499778
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Back Bar Contest”
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From the author of Man's Country: More Than a Bathhouse
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...1980 as you walked towards the disco, you would hear the
base of the music getting louder as you walked closer and
closer. Finally, you could hear the song being played as you
swung open the old wooden door, turning to your right and
walking 6 or 7 steps, you had to present your membership
card, and the door man would let you in. Overlooking the
dance area you were greeted by multi-colored hues of
flashing lights, music, people dancing, the fogginess of
second hand smoke encasing the surroundings and of course
all the smiles.... and as the giant disco ball slowly rotated,
again casting a twinkle in your eye and thinking to yourself -
"tonight's going to be another magical night. "= durkART

...and the music played as | danced for hours - the
smiles, the laughter. | met new friends and reconnected
with old acquaintances. I related to the lyrics of music
and danced - the libations, new concoctions, my
favorites and the shots | consumed, and I danced. If
only time held still; of all the friends | knew, all the
great times | shared, just a snap shot taken of
romancing that era - now just a empty shell in my
conscious - longing for those days of the music and

dancing ...and life. durkART® 2015
(abandoned 'for sale' building that housed
Carol's Speakeasy in Chicago
a very popular disco in the the eighties)
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